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Further information on the subjects 
discussed in this publication or on 
other aspects of the federal electoral 
system may be obtained by contacting: 


ELECTIONS CANADA 
440 Coventry Road 
OTTAWA, Ontario 
CANADA K1A 0M6 


ELECTIONS CANADA is a non- 
partisan agency of the Canadian 
federal parliament. 

Call (613) 993-2975 or, toll-free, 
1-800-267-2380 from anywhere in 
Canada. 
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PREFACE 


or Canadians the 
right to vote ina 
federal election is a 
democratic right 
guaranteed by the 
Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms. Over 
the years, an impres- 
sive majority of our 
citizens have exercised that right at 
each national election, thus showing 
just how seriously we regard it. 

But, for most of us, the act of voting 
means little more than marking an ‘X’ 
on a secret ballot and waiting for the 
election results to be broadcast at the 
end of the day. Indeed, we tend to take 
two things for granted: that our own 
vote is worth the same as our fellow 
citizen's in deciding who will represent 
us in the House of Commons; and that 
someone, somewhere, has decided 
whose votes will be counted with ours 
by setting the boundaries of the elec- 
toral district where we live. 

Therefore, this publication has been 
prepared in order to shed some light on 


two basic, yet little-known aspects of 
the federal electoral system, namely: 


the principle of representation in the 
House of Commons; in other words, 
how the number of seats in the 
House of Commons is arrived at and 
how that number is divided between 
the ten provinces and two territories; 


and, secondly, 


how the electoral district boundaries 
are determined and periodically 
readjusted to reflect changing repre- 
sentation in the House of Commons 
and population movements from one 
region to another as well as within 
each region. 


It is not intended to be a comprehen- 
sive account of these topics but, rather, 
an introduction to the subject, which, it 
is hoped, will serve to stimulate further 
interest and study in Canada’s electoral 
system. 


May 1986. 


The simple act of marking a ballot determines who will represent us in the House of Commons. 


REPRESENTA TION 


ne of the crucial 
questions faced 
by the Fathers of 
Confederation in 
1867 was how to 
make sure that 
every person in the 

_ four founding prov- 

_ inces was equally rep- 
resented in the federal parliament, while 
at the same time guaranteeing that each 
region of the country would have a fair 
say in the daily workings of the new 
federation. So they adopted as a basic 
working principle, the idea of “repre- 
sentation by population”, according to 
which each province would be allotted 

a number of seats which directly re- 


REPRESENTATION SINCE 1867 


flected its share of the total population 
in relation to Quebec’s. Around it they 
designed a formula for calculating 

the number of seats in the House of 
Commons which would be allocated 
to each province. 

From the start however, they recog- 
nized the diversity of the new provinces 
in terms of their physical geography, 
cultural and political traditions, popu- 
lation size and rural and urban charac- 
teristics. As more provinces entered 
Confederation and as some regions 
grew and developed more than others, 
the diversity became more pronounced 
and a certain degree of compromise 
had to be built into the formula. As a 
result, the basic principle of representa- 
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1924 245 82 65 14 Ab iY 14 4 1 
1933 245 82 65 T2 10 Aw 16 + q 
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1952 265 85 fe) 12 10 14 PVs 4 Z 
1966 264 88 74 i 10 16 Pate, 4 2 
1976 282 95 fo 11 10 14 28 4 S 
1987* 295 99 aD | 0 | 10 14 32 4 3 | 


*Date of proclamation of representation order. 


tion by population inevitably began to 
evolve. 

Many observers have commented 
before now that the history of Canada 
itself is one of compromise. Certainly, 
the question of the representation 
of the provinces in the House of 
Commons is a case in point. Yet in 
spite of this, it is fair to say that even 
today the principle of representation by 
population remains at the root of the 
electoral system. This will be illustrated 
in the following pages by a brief historical 
sketch of the evolution of the represen- 
tation formula, followed by an expla- 
nation of the present formula, how it is 
applied to the population statistics in 
order to determine the number of seats 
in the House of Commons, and how 
these are then divided between the 
provinces and territories of Canada. 


HISTORY OF THE FORMULA 


Confederation to 1915 


At Confederation in 1867, the British 
North America Act (B.N.A. Act - now 
called the Constitution Act) established 
a parliament composed of two houses. 
The upper house, or Senate, was to 
consist of 72 non-elected members, or 
24 representing each of the three 
regions — Quebec, Ontario and the 
Maritimes. The lower, popularly- 
elected house, or House of Commons, 
was to comprise 181 members repre- 
senting the four founding provinces — 
82 for Ontario, 65 for Quebec, 19 

for Nova Scotia and 15 for New 
Brunswick. 


In order that each province's repre- 
sentation in the House of Commons 
would continue to reflect its popula- 
tion, section 51 of the B.N.A. Act 
stated that the number of seats allo- 
cated to each province would be recal- 
culated after each 10-year (decennial) 
census, starting with the census of 
1871. The total number of seats was to 
be calculated by dividing the popula- 
tion of each province by a fixed 
number, referred to as the “electoral 
quota” or “quotient”. This quota was 
to be obtained by dividing the popula- 
tion of the province of Quebec by 65, 
the number of seats guaranteed for 
Quebec in the House of Commons. 

This simple formula was to be 
applied with only one exception, “the 
one-twentieth rule”, under which no 
province could lose seats unless its 
share of the national population had 
decreased by at least five percent 
(one twentieth) between the last two 
censuses. 


1915 - the senatorial clause 


In 1915, the first change was made to 
the original representation formula, 
when what is known as the “senatorial 
clause” was added. Still in effect today, 
the clause states that a province cannot 
have fewer seats in the House of 
Commons than it had in the Senate. In 
1915 it has the immediate effect of 
guaranteeing four seats to the province 
of Prince Edward Island, a number 
which it has maintained ever since. 


1946 - changing the formula 


Dissatisfaction with the original for- 
mula however, led to the development 
of a new set of rules, which were 
adopted in 1946 when the B.N.A. Act 
was amended. These new rules divided 
255 seats amongst the provinces and 
territories based on their share of 
Canada’s total population, rather than 
on the average population per electoral 
district in Quebec. 

However, since the population of all 
provinces did not increase at the same 
rate, the representation of some prov- 
inces was found to be decreasing under 
the new formula. As Nova Scotia, 
Manitoba and Saskatchewan were all 
to lose seats after the 1951 census, the 
“15% clause” was adopted to prevent a 
too-rapid loss of seats in some provin- 
ces. Under the new rules, no province 
could lose more than 15 percent of the 
number of seats to which it had been 
entitled at the last readjustment. How- 
ever, the same three provinces, plus 
Quebec, all lost seats after the 1961 
census. The same four provinces, plus 
Newfoundland, would also have lost 
seats after the 1971 census, so in 1974 
legislation was finally introduced to 
resolve this particular situation. 


1974 - the “amalgam” formula 


In 1974, concern over the continuing 
loss of seats by some provinces prompt- 
ed Parliament to adopt the Representa- 


tion Act, 1974, which, amongst other 
things, guaranteed that no province 
could lose seats. 

During deliberations by the Standing 
Committee on Privileges and Elections 
in February 1974, it was stated: 

“The objective must be adequate and 

realistic representation of all Cana- 

dians bearing in mind the historic 
undertakings arising out of the Con- 
federation compact and its responsi- 
bilities. The allocation of seats (in 
the House of Commons) is at the 
very heart of the Confederation 
compromise.” 

A “compromise” was thus being pro- 
posed to deal with representation in the 
House of Commons. The new formula, 
the third in our history, was lengthy. 
As in the pre-1946 rules, Quebec was 
used as the basis for calculations, but 
there were three differences. First, 
Quebec was allocated 75 seats instead 
of 65. Secondly, the number of seats 
assigned to Quebec was to grow by 
four at each subsequent readjustment 
in such a manner as to slow down the 
growth in the average population of an 
electoral district. Thirdly, three cate- 
gories of provinces were created: large 
provinces, those having a population 
of more than 2.5 million, intermediate 
provinces, namely, those with popula- 
tions between 1.5 million and 2.5 mil- 
lion and small provinces, with popula- 
tions under 1.5 million. Only the large 


The history of representation is one of seeking a 
fair voice for all parts of Canada in the House of 


Commons. 


provinces were to be allocated seats in 
strict proportion to Quebec; separate 
rules were to apply to the small and 
intermediate provinces. 

The amalgam formula was applied 
once, leading to the establishment of 
282 seats in 1976. 


THE PRESENT FORMULA 


Following the 1981 census, calculations 
revealed that the amalgam formula 
would result in a substantial increase in 
the number of seats in the House of 


subsequent censuses (369 seats were 
projected after 2001). Effectively put- 
ting a hold on the process which was 
already under way to reassign seats, 
Parliament passed the Representation 
Act, 1985. It came into effect in March 
1986. 

With the adoption of the Representa- 
tion Act, 1985, the formula described 
in the amended section 51 of the Con- 
stitution Act for calculating represen- 
tation was greatly simplified. 


The present formula for calculating representation in the House of Commons. 


The calculation is made in four steps 
in the following way: 


1 - Allocation to the territories 


Starting with 282 seats, two seats are 
allocated to the Northwest Territories 
and one to the Yukon Territory, 
leaving 279 seats. 


2 - Calculating the electoral district 
average 


The total population of the ten prov- 
inces is divided by 279 to obtain the 
electoral quota or quotient. 


3 - Dividing the seats 


The theoretical number of seats to be 
allocated to each province in the House 
of Commons is calculated by simply 
dividing the total population of each by 
the quotient obtained in 2) above. If 
the result leaves a remainder higher 
than 0.50, the number of seats is 
rounded up to the next whole number. 


4 - Adjustments 


Once the theoretical number of seats 
per province is obtained, adjustments 
are made in a process which is referred 
to as “applying the senatorial and 
grandfather clauses”. 

As we have seen, since 1915, the 
senatorial clause has guaranteed that 
no province will have fewer members 
in the House of Commons than it has 
in the Senate. Under the new grand- 
father clause, the most recent of the 
measures adopted to prevent loss of 
seats, no province will have fewer seats 
than it received in 1976 (or had during 
the 33rd Parliament, when the Repre- 
sentation Act, 1985 was passed). 

Appended to this text is a table dem- 
onstrating how the latest formula has 
been applied to the census population 
figures obtained in 1981. Also at the 
beginning of this section is a table illus- 
trating representation in the House of 
Commons from the date of Confedera- 
tion to the present day. 


READJUSTING THE BOUNDARIES 


o far we have exam- 
ined how the num- 
ber of seats in the 
House of Commons 
is determined and 
what method is used 
to divide that num- 
ber between the ten 
provinces and two 
Oene aft Carnac. However, after 
the numbers are established according 
to the constitutional formula, the most 
difficult part of the exercise begins, 
namely, cutting up the country into 
electoral districts, sometimes referred 
to as constituencies or ridings in English 
and “‘comtés” in French. 

The whole exercise is most properly 
known as “readjustment” of the elec- 
toral district boundaries, but is often 
referred to as “redistribution” and 
sometimes, particularly in other coun- 
tries, as “redistricting”. While the 
Constitution Act specifies that a read- 
justment must take place after each 
10-year census, the rules for actually 
carrying out this enormous task are 
laid down in the Electoral Boundaries 
Readjustment Act (E.B.R.A.) of 1964. 
The main elements of the readjustment 
process will be outlined, following this 
brief historical note. 


"Ward, Norman, “A Century of Constituen- 
cies”, 1967, Canadian Public Administration, 
10(1), p. 107. 
2Qualter, Terence, The Election Process in 
Canada, Toronto: McGraw-Hill (1970), pp. 99 
& 100. 


HISTORICAL NOTE 


Up to and including the boundary 
adjustment following the 1951 census, 
the House of Commons itself was 
responsible for fixing the boundaries of 
electoral districts, through a committee 
appointed especially for that purpose. 

Several authorities on the subject 
have documented the history of the 
process up to the 1960's. In effect there 
were no rules to guide the exercise at 
all. In the words of Professor Norman 
Ward!, the process was a “freelance 
operation in which any rational bound- 
ary drawing was likely to be the result 
of coincidence or accident.” Professor 
Terence Qualter? identified four infor- 
mal “rules” which parliamentarians 
seemed to have followed in those days, 
namely: if the number of seats had to 
be reduced in a given area, 1) save the 
incumbents’ districts; 2) cut out the dis- 
tricts of members who were not going 
to run again; 3) cut the seats of the 
minority party; and 4) , if there is 
strong pressure to increase represen- 
tation in heavily populated areas, 
increase the size of the House rather 
than reduce the representation in the 
rural areas. 

The research done on this period 
reveals a considerable amount of “poli- 
tical” interference in the readjustment 
process prior to the 1960's. This was 
often referred to as “gerrymandering”, 
a term used to describe the manipulation 
of riding boundaries so as to ensure, as 
far as possible, the re-election of the 
members of the governing party. 


THE COMMISSIONS TAKE OVER 


In the early 1960's, the decision was 
taken to assign the responsibility for 
readjusting electoral district boundaries 
to independent commissions, one for 
each province. Legislation to this effect 
was passed in November 1964. Each 
commission was to be chaired by a 
judge designated by the chief justice of 
the province and there were to be three 
other members. One of these was the 
Representation Commissioner, a public 
servant who was to sit on every com- 
mission. Although initially the other 
two members were to be political 
appointees, objections from opposition 
parties led to the legislation being 
amended so that finally the Speaker 

of the House of Commons was made 
responsible for making the two 
remaining appointments to each 
commission. 

With the abolition of the post of 
Representation Commissioner in 1979 
and the transfer of most of the duties to 
the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada, 
the current situation came into being, 
whereby a three-member boundaries 
commission is established for each 
province and the Northwest Territories, 
chaired as before and comprising two 
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A judge chairs each boundaries commission. 


other members appointed by the Speaker. 
The goal of a readjustment process 
that is completely free of any political 
association is reinforced by a provision 
in the Electoral Boundaries Readjust- 
ment Act, which specifies that no sit- 
ting member of the Senate or of a 
federal, provincial or territorial legisla- 
ture can be appointed to a commission. 
In practice, many commission mem- 
bers, aside from the chairmen, are uni- 
versity professors or non-elected 
officials of legislative assemblies. 


PUBLIC INPUT 


When the rules for readjusting the fed- 
eral electoral boundaries were laid 
down in 1964, members of Parliament 
realized that, in order for the process to 
be seen to be as completely fair as pos- 
sible, it must not only be free from any 
political association but must also pro- 
vide an opportunity for any voter to 
express his or her views on a commis- 
sion’s proposals. Consequently, each 
commission actively seeks input by 
publishing maps in the newspapers and 
inviting the public to make known their 
opinions at public hearings, which are 
held at several different locations 
chosen to encourage the participation 
of as many interested people as 
possible. 


Members of Parliament are not by 
any means excluded from this process 
of public involvement. Indeed, the pro- 
cess recognizes that they will invariably 
have strong views on both the names 
of the new electoral districts and where 
their boundaries will go. Therefore, 
members of Parliament are not only 
allowed to appear before a commission 
at the public hearings, but the legisla- 
tion also provides the opportunity for 
them to object to the proposals of any 
of the boundaries commissions. The 
commissions must consider any objec- 
tions but they are not obliged to make 
any changes as a result. In all cases, the 
final decisions as to where the bound- 
ary lines will be fixed rest with each 
commission. 


Public hearings: a key step in the readjustment of electoral boundaries. 
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Boundary readjustment must take into ac 


CRITERIA - WHERE TO DRAW 
THE LINES? 


Once the commissions are given maps 
and documentation containing the rele- 
vant population data from the most 
recent decennial census by the Chief 
Electoral Officer of Canada, they have 
one year in which to make their propo- 
sals, hold public hearings and finalize 
their report. Their guidelines for this 
enormous task are found in the Elec- 
toral Boundaries Readjustment Act 
from which it is evident that the read- 
justment exercise is not simply a mathe- 
matical computation but, rather, a 
delicate balancing act which must take 
into account human interests as well 

as geographic characteristics. In the 
course of their work, they also receive 
technical and administrative assistance 
from the staff of the Chief Electoral 
Officer at Elections Canada. 

The commissions are charged with 
dividing the territory assigned to them 
into a specified number of electoral dis- 
tricts, so that the population of each 


iby 


ount human interests and geographic characteristics. 


one will correspond “as closely as is 
reasonably possible” to the predeter- 
mined average (or “quotient”). But, in 
fixing the electoral district boundaries, 
they must take into consideration “the 
community of interest or community of 
identity in or the historical pattern of 
an electoral district . . . and a man- 
ageable geographic size for districts in 
sparsely populated, rural or northern 
regions... 

In order to accommodate these 
human and geographic factors, the 
commissions are allowed to deviate 
from the average population figure 
when setting their boundaries. While 
generally restricted to a maximum tol- 
erance of 25 percent either way, a com- 
mission may, however, exceed this 
limit “in circumstances viewed by the 
commission as being extraordinary”. 


THE PROCESS OF READJUSTMENT 


While the work of the commissions is 
indeed a crucial part of the readjust- 


ment exercise and may take up to one which the new boundaries can be 
year or more to complete, in fact, it used at a general election. 
is only one part of the exercise. The The following chart attempts to 
whole process may take two and one identify and to explain the main stages 
half years or more, from the time the in the overall process of readjusting 
Chief Electoral Officer of Canada federal electoral boundaries. The rele- 
receives the census data from the Chief vant sections of the legislation are 
Statistician through to the time at mentioned at each step. 

PRELIMINARY STEPS 

ALLOCATION OF SEATS 


*E.B.R.A. - sections 11(1) and 12 
After the 10-year census, the Chief Statistician of Canada gives to 
the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada population data for each 
province and territory broken down by electoral districts and 
census areas. 


Using these figures and the formula in sections 51 and 51A of the 
Constitution Act, the Chief Electoral Officer calculates the 
number of seats to be allocated to each province and publishes the 
numbers so obtained in the Canada Gazette. 


74, 


ESTABLISHMENT OF COMMISSIONS 
E.B.R.A. - section 4 
The members of the boundaries commissions are selected and 
appointed by the Speaker of the House of Commons and the 
appropriate chief justices. 


Within 60 days from the time the Chief Statistician of Canada 

‘ supplies the population data to the government and to the Chief 
Electoral Officer of Canada, the eleven electoral boundaries 
commissions must be established and charged with fixing the 
boundaries of new electoral districts. 


The commissions are officially established by the Governor in 
Council (Cabinet). 
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COMMISSIONS PREPARE PROPOSALS 


PUBLIC HEARINGS 
E.B.R.A. —- section 17 


Newspaper advertisements are published containing maps of the 
proposed electoral boundaries, as well as the time(s) and loca- 
tion(s) of public hearings, at least 60 days before the date of the 
first hearing is scheduled. 


A commission must hold at least one public hearing before 
completing its report. 


During the hearings, interested individuals, groups and M.P.’s 
may appear to express their views on the commission’s proposals, 
after notifying the commission in writing of their intention to do so. 
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COMPLETION OF REPORTS 
E.B.R.A. - section 18 


— No later than one year after receiving the population data, each 


commission must complete its report on the new electoral 
districts. 


— The Chief Electoral Officer may grant an extension of up to 
6 months when necessary. 


REPORTS REVIEWED IN PARLIAMENT 


Ds 
INPUT BY M.P.’s 
E.B.R.A. - sections 19 and 20(1) 
Each commission's report is sent through the Chief Electoral 
Officer to the Speaker of the House of Commons, who must 
ensure that it is tabled and referred to a Committee designated to 
deal with electoral matters. 


Written objections, each signed by at least ten M.P.’s, may be 
filed with the Committee within 30 days of the tabling of a report. 


The Committee has 30 days, longer if the House is not sitting, to 
discuss any objections to a report and return it to the Speaker. 
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FINALIZING THE BOUNDARIES 


6 e 
REPORTS GO BACK TO COMMISSIONS 
E.B.R.A. - sections 20(2) and 21 
The Committee’s minutes of proceedings are then sent back to the 
commission which decides whether or not it needs to adjust its 
report. 


REPRESENTATION ORDER 
E.B.R.A. - sections 22 to 25 


The Chief Electoral Officer drafts a document called a “represen- 
tation order” describing and naming each electoral district estab- 
lished by the commissions and sends it to the Governor in Council 


(Cabinet). 


The Governor in Council must publicly announce the new 
boundaries in a proclamation within five days of receiving the 
draft representation order, which must then be published in the 
Canada Gazette within another five days from that date. 


The new boundaries cannot be used at an election until at least 
one year has passed between the date the representation order 
was proclaimed and the date that Parliament is dissolved for a 
general election. 


* Electoral Boundaries Readjustment Act. 


ihe 


CONCLUSION 


he preceding account 
shows the refine- 
ment that has taken 
place over the last 
120 years in the for- 
mula for calculating 
the level of represen- 
tationin the Canadian 
House of Commons, 
as well as the method for adjusting the 
electoral district boundaries. 

The greatest change has undoubtedly 
taken place in recent decades. Since the 
1940's, we have experienced three fun- 
damental changes to the representation 
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formula and one major change in the 
boundary readjustment process. The 
readjustments which followed on the 
heels of the censuses of 1941, 1961, 
1971 and 1981 were all delayed while 
such changes were made. 

Canada is still a relatively young 
country, with the result that our elec- 
toral system is, of necessity, a dynamic 
one and subject to constant change. 
This being so, it will surely be worthy 
of continuing research and study as it 
adjusts in future years to meet the 
challenge of a growing and mobile 
population. 


SN a 
APPENDIX 


TABLE SHOWING THE CALCULATIONS UNDER THE 1986 
REDISTRIBUTION FORMULA USING THE 1981 CENSUS FIGURES 


GAEGUIEATIONS 
NO. OF SEATS 


ESTABLISHED APPLICATION OF 
PROVINCE IN 1976 AND SENATORIAL AND 
OR COMPRISING 33rd | POPULATION GRANDFATHER ELECTORAL 
TERRITORY PARLIAMENT 1981 ‘QUOTIENT SEATS CLAUSES TOTAL) *QUOTIENT 


Ontario 8,625,107 87,005 
Quebec 6,438,403 87,005 
Nova Scotia 847,442 87,005 
New Brunswick 696,403 87,005 
Manitoba 1,026,241 87,005 
British Columbia 2,744,467 87,005 
Prince Edward Island 122,506 87,005 
Saskatchewan 968,313 87,005 
Alberta DIape7 24 87,005 
Newfoundland 567,681 87,005 
Northwest Territories 45,741 = 

Yukon Dey MS — 


24,343,181 


Detailed Calculation 
1. Assign 2 seats to N.W.T. and one to Yukon (3 seats). 
*2. Use 279 seats and population (excluding N.W.T. and Yukon) to establish quotient 
(24,274,287 + 279 = 87,005). 
3. Calculate number of seats per province using quotient; remainder rounded up if higher than 0.50. 
4. Add seats to provinces pursuant to “Senatorial Clause” guarantee in the Constitution and new 
“Grandfather Clause” (based on 33rd Parliament). 
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